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Research on the characteristics of women in - J 
nal. fields, e.g., medicine, has yielded complex 
in terms of adherence to sex-role stereotypes, lo 
ether students 1 attitudes toward helping aiid achieving 
-role .typing and^were different at various stages in 
ol, 384 male and" female oncology students completed 
es. Results indicated that female* students were more 

more at?hievemei>t-oriented than their male counterparts, 
o gave higher ratings to the importance of helpfulness at 
heir medical schooling, but. felt less effective in * % 
needs of cafccer patients throughout the schooling period. 

suggest a" need to re-evaluate the sex-role stereotypes 
medicine. (J(MF) M N 
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The purpose of the present s study was to investigate 
whether or not medical students adhere 1 toLsex-role stereotypes g 
concerning helping and achieving, and to determine whether these 
students 1 attitudes toward helpin^and achieving are different 
at the vario\i% stages of their medical' schooling. 

Traditionally and stereotypically , women have been viewed as 
helpful, hurturant, and emotionally involved— individuals, wh-o- -ar-e - 

competitive than are men. Using medical student samples, 
it- has- been f ouna that female mepical students score higher than 
male- medical students on nurturance arid understanding, whereas 
male medical students have been found to scorfe higher on dominance 
and order. Another study fou?34 that little difference was 
perceived between womgn in general and women in medicine when 
evaluated by medical students on' measures of nurturance . and 
interest in helping others. In contrast, female* medical students * 
^ have been found to f rate themselves ftigher 'than male medical 

K 

students on self-confidence and aggression, whereas the males 

rated themselves higher than the females on nurturance and ; < 

► * 

( .affiliation. These studies indicate the complexity of this 
research area.. This study^/as thu§ designed* to further, 
investigate the' characteristics *of* women irunon-tra'di tional 
fields, Specifically, in the field of medicine. 

Medical school creates special problems for thd female 
student as do other ^male- dominated fields. Several researchers 
assert : that difficulties can be encountered v/hen female medical 
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students try to ^integrate* traditionally M masculine"*ami 

' "f emiriine" role attributes, or in Bkkan ' s (19^^) terms "ag-entic" 

versus '"communal" orientations, as they assume the responsibilities 
> « 

of physicians. The "agentic" ' identity demands competence and an 
achievement orientation, whereas the '^ommunal" identity demand's 
dependenc^and a,, helping orientation. The question then becomes,' 
do 'women rcroioal students chose between these two identities? 
Are female medical students more concerned than male medical 
students with helping patients and less concerned than male 
medical students with Achieving. in 'medicine? . 

The study also investigated the values medical students y 
attach to helping and achieving as they progress through four ' 
years of medical schocrl. According to Becker, Geers, Hughes, and 
Strauss (1961), medical students change in how they view them- 
selves and thei^ work as they advance through medical school. 
In the first two years, the students spe^d mos't of their time 
in the* classroom vritft extremely limited clinical experience. 
The next two yed[rs introduce a shift from classroom achievement 
orientation to a\practlcal problem-solving orientation which 
requires a concomitant chang^ in thinking. After two' years of. 
studying for cpmpetitive exams, the s'tudents b^gin working with 
patients and' they develop a new .set of expectations about what x 
^physic^ans can and shoulcHdp'. Eron (1955) found that during the 
course of four years^ of medjical school, st^ents showed a 

significant increase/in cyhiqatl attitudes and a decrease in f the 

. ( s * 

expression of humanitarian; feelings, ^often explained as prising 

from disillusionment. The issues of helping «and achieving 'in 
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medicine thus have importani^r tlth care implications , for a 

physician's ability to satisfy the so.cib-emotional needs of 

patients can directly arf feet' -the outcome of ^treatment . t , 

Medical students 1 S.ttitudes^ toward oncology as a specialty 

and. their attitudes toward the care of cancer .patient s were 

phosen to -investigate, for three reasons, I'irut of all, oncblogy 

. P 

offers vast opportunities for achieving medical breakthroughs. 
* • <" * J 

Secondly, it* is a specialty which is i© need of coring, warm 

physicians because of the nature o? the disease being trea/ted. 

The psychological need3 of, the cancef patient ^ru great and < \ 

nowhere- is the need f.or physicians to be actively concerned with 
"? * 

the emotional, w^ll-being of their patients more dramatic than in . 
the fi.eld of oncology. It was felt that if gender differences 
exist in attitudes concerning caretakirtg r these atrtitudinal 
differences are likely to be highlighted - in oncology. Also, 
oncology was chosen to study because it is ,not a sex-typed field, 
V as are pediatrics and urology, in that there are few preconceived 
sex-role expectations associated with oncologic care. 

Methods 

A 90 item questionnaire was used to measure general 
achievement an'd helping orientations and achievement and helping 
orientations as related to ^neology. The questionnaire was 



^neology . 

comprised of several scales, six 6f 'which were chosen for 
analysis. The scale measuring general achievement orientation, 
developed by" Scott (1965)1 included items concerning the 
students' desires to do well in school. Scott's \i965) General 
Helping scale measured the students' helping orientation not 
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related' to oncology per se. It^hs included whether* or not the 

students admired in other peop'ie utter selflessness in t>ne's 

actions, helping another* § person feel more secure, and be-ing kind 

tt> other ^people . The Specialty-Oriented Achievement scale 
\- 

measured the students' attitudes concerning how medically 
rewarding oncology, is, whether oncology is a high status field, 
whether cancer care can be only palliative, and hjow pessimistic 

they wer£ about there being meqdcal break-throughs in oncology, 

* ■ * * * * 

in the near* future/ The 'Appropriateness erf Helping s.cale 

included items such as how appropriate the students .felt it was 

for them 'to help caVicer patients with tneir emotional problems 
/ 

• \ ^ 

related to their disease-, how Responsible they felt to meet the 

psychological needs of chancer patients, and- how concerned they 

were with meeting these needs. The Effectiveness of -Helping 

« ■ ** 

scale included items sUch as hoy; effective and> confident the 
students- felt in dealing with the psychological problems of 
cane.er patients and how competent and comfortable they'were in 
meeting these needs. The Patient- Preference' scale included 
items sucfh Sis how rrJuch the medical students wanted -cancer 
patients to hide their psychological problems from them, how 
annoyed they are ^v|th cancer' patients who^get 4pse^ in front of 
them, and how mu^fr they would mind dealing with cancer patients 1 
psychological problems *who are in advanced stages % of the 
disease. The reliability of the scal^ ranged^rom . 50 to .80."" 
A measure of sex-role^ orientation was ^lso used., * 



A total of 267 male and 117 female medical students were 
recruited from iarge le'cture halls to complete the questionnaire 

4fe • 
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with the exception of the senior medical students wlio were mailed 

the questionnaire. The responients represented ^8% of the 
0- 

freshman class, 6$% of the sophomore class, kC% of the junior 
class, and 6lfo of the senior class. * 

Results and Discussion 
. k Several significant differences between the male and female 
students were 'found. The results indicated that, the 'females were 
more achievement-oriented in general (F(l, 332) = 9.76, p<.002) and 
were also more helping-oriented in general (r ( 1 ; 362 )=?; 03 i p<.0O8) 
than were the males, further, the female s^uaents were more <* 
achievement-oriented as related to oncoLogy than wert the male 
students •(F(l,382)=3. 86, p<\05). That is, the female- students 
were significantly more interested in making medical gains in 
oncology than were the male students. Moreover, on the 

s 

-Appropriateness of Helping scale, the female students felt that 

it was appropriate for them to help cancer , patients with their . 

nsychoiogical needs relatea to their disease significantly more 
f 

• than felt the male students (F ( 1 , 382 ) = 13 . 50 , p<.001). The 

■ s 

females also preferred communicative,, involved patients 

• >t 
significantly more often than did the males, as measured by the 

1 



Patient Preference scale (F ( 1 , 382 ) = 13 . 91 , p<.001). No g<ender> 
differences 'were found on 1 the Effectiveness of Helping scalX in • 
terms of how effective the students felt in handling the • * . * 
psychological needs of cancer" patients . Could these findings 4 be T 
attributed to the females being more interested in o/ieology overall 
than, were the" males 0 This was investigated and no gender 
differences in terms of preference to specialize" ip medical * 
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oncology were fo£md. Fr6m a li :t of six specialties, medical 

oncology was prfked third by both males and females as the field 

* * ■ . . 

whic,h' they 'most wanted -to enter. 

_,Sex-role orientation provided some useful information \ 

concerning the students' attitudes toward helping and achievingV* 

•A correlation* of '.51 was found between sex-role, orientation and 

achievement striving in oncology. Thus, the more- "communal" ■* 

the individual, the more achievement-oriented he or" she. was 

concerning the field of 'oncology. A .65 relationship was found 

between sex-role orientation and the Appropriateness of Helping 

s-cale, indicating that th-e more "'communal" the individual was,, 

the more 'appropriate he* or she felt it was to help cancer patients 

with thej.r psychological problems related to their disease. ^ A . 

.65 correlation wa's also found between sex-role orientation ahd ^ 

the Patient Preference scale, thus, the higher the individual 

scored in "communal" orientation, the more he or she preferred 

\° * * ' " 

open, involved cancer patients. 

Some interesting trends were found when the four classes 
' were analyse'd across gender. A significant curvilinear 

' 5" - 

relationship, was found on the Specialty-Orient^ Achievement 
scale which indicated that the students exhibited low levels of 

''desired Achievement strivings in oncology as freshmen, were 

V ... 

more interested In oncology-related achievement in their 

sophomore and junior years,' and returned to 'the freshmen level 
in the senior year (F(2,37iO = 8.26, p <.0003). A frffe^enj 

curvilinear pattern was found for class year on the General 

\A * - 

Helping. Orientation scale (see Figure 1). Freshmen, sophomores, 



>. Figure 1. (general Helping scale mean :;core^ by class year. 
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and juniors were low in helpir* orientations, whereas the seniors 

v/ere 'significantly more helping -oriented than were the other, three- 

classes (F(2,* 382) = 3.90, p<.021). Although the students », 

b'ecame increasingly more'helping oriented by their senior 

year, the Effectiveness of Helping scale scores (se?Figure 2) 

indicate that' these same students felt signif icantly/less 

. * • 

effective when it came to helping cancer patients with 'their 
psychological problems related to their disease, as they went 
fr'om the freshman year tj o th e senior year 'in' school . Thus, 
although the students rated the .importance of general helpfulness^ 
higher at- the end of ^heir medical schooling than- at the 

beginning, tlfey felt" significantly less- effective in meeting 

J . 
the* needs "of cancer patients as they progressed through medical 

school. That thes£ medical students become ^tess achievement- 

oriented and feel less effective in helping cancer patients as 

they advance througti' their four years of schooli^ has implications 

for medical education'and suggests the need for all medical 

students to be trained in ways of 'effectively handling the 

psychological needs of cancer patients. 

Further, the findings . indicate that the* sex-role stereotype 

of women being jnore helping-oriented than are me'n was feupported. 

The female students, in contrast to their male counterpart s } were 

more helping-oriented in general, felt more Itrongly that helping 

cancer patients with their psychological needs was appropriate, 4 ^ m 

and preferred open, involved, disclosing patients.' However, 

although the women advocated being more nurturant, contrary Jo 

sex-role stereotypes they were also* more achievement-oriented in^ 
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Figure 2. Effectiveness of tie^pin^ scaLe mean scores by class year. 
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genera^ and as, related to oncdlogy than were the men. That is, 
helping and achieving appear t«> compatible gqals for these 
women. The notion' that women rn medical schpol are high achievers 
has received support in that of the accepted applicants to 
medica> school, females ter?d to score sig&if icantly higher than 
do males on science gr&des'in undergraduate courses and tend* to 
have higher cumulative averages than do male applicants. IX t\ * 
appears, -then, that won^en in medical school attempt successfully 
to integrate both "agentic" axld " communal roles as they assume 
the responsibilities of physicians. How they manage to do 
both when th$y become praAicihg physicians remains a question 
for further study. 

In* conclusion, these findings show that' riot only were the' ' 
female medical students more helping-oriented ^ian were the male 
medical students but, contrary to sex-role stereotypes; the , 
females were also more achievement-oriented than were their male 
counterparts. Findings such as these call for a re-evaluation 



of sex-role stereotype^ of women iri medicine and the need to 
investigate unfounded notions as to the "nature" of women in 
Other non-traditional fields as well as of women in general. 
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